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Government officials recently announced price hikes for gasoline, cement and other construction
materials, and for several basic foodstuffs, including milk, sugar, corn, eggs, rice, beans, lard, and
flour. Since President Rafael Calderon took power in May, prices on gasoline have increased by
over 33%; electricity rates by 20%; water, by 100%; and, telephone services, between 10% and 15%.
The General Workers Confederation (CGT) has threatened to launch a general strike unless the
government establishes price ceilings on basic goods and services. The Permanent Workers Council
(CPT) currently negotiating with government officials on privatizations, retirement pensions, and
regulation of arbitration and collective bargaining , scheduled a demonstration for Sept. 27 to
protest price hikes. As of Sept. 18, nurses' aides had entered into the ninth day of a general strike
aimed at obtaining higher wages. On Sept. 20, the official exchange rate was 96.25 colons per US
dollar. In the parallel market, the dollar was quoted at 102 colons or more. Last week, the parallel
market quotation averaged 97. According to unidentified economists in San Jose cited by the Agence
France Presse, the devaluation of the colon reflects the Central Bank's shortage of foreign currency,
combined with importers' requests for dollars toward year-end purchases. At present, importers
wait up to 30 days before their requests for currency can be filled. The Central Bank has been
dealing with foreign currency shortages since the beginning of the year, result of renegotiating the
government's foreign debt. Another factor is a rising trade deficit, due to large increases in imports
over the past few months. According to the Foreign Trade Ministry, the trade deficit for the year
is projected at $400 million ($2 billion in imports, and $1.6 billion of export revenues). Inflation for
the first eight months of the year totaled 30%, compared to 10% for 1989 as a whole. Meanwhile, the
Central Bank continues implementing a policy of periodic "minidevaluations," which recently have
become more frequent. Government officials have been faced with demands from the International
Monetary Fund, World Bank and the US Agency for International Development to implement
more austerity measures aimed at reducing the national government budget deficit and defining a
"market-oriented" wage policy. Two weeks ago, President Calderon promised AID he would slash
public spending in order to unlock disbursement of $33 million, part of a loan package approved for
FY1990. Costa Rican officials are waiting to complete an IMF stand-by agreement for an undefined
sum. The World Bank has yet to begin disbursements on a $120 million loan package earmarked
for supporting the government's economic adjustment program. (Basic data from AFP, 09/18/90,
09/20/90)
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